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BOOK   private communications, as in the case of the gas undertak-
, _IL^ ings; but with less success this time.  The Water Company
1873-76. WOT1i(i have to be fought out before it could be bought out. As
wells had to be closed for sanitary reasons the better it would
thrive. The Company believed itself to command the position,
and for compensation opened its mouth like Jonah's whale.
In December 1874 the Mayor moved to promote a bill for
the compulsory purchase of the water system, failing transfer
by agreement. His speech carried the Council to a man, and
he never made a statement more completely silencing criticism.
This speech is a classic in municipal records. As a piece of pure
exposition, extended yet not wasting a word, lucid, restrained,
yet damning, we may doubt whether he ever transcended it in
Ms life.
He based himself again on his first principle of municipal
government, "that all monopolies, regulated monopolies, sus-
tained by the State in the interests of the inhabitants generally,
should be controlled by the representatives of the people, and
should not be left in the hands of private speculators". The
death-rate in Birmingham from contagious and preventible
diseases was high and rising, especially amongst children. The
Mayor went on to state that he himself had seen direct con-
nection between drains and wells. Most of the wells on which
half the poor population depended were vilely contaminated.
Many of them were noted in the medical officers' reports as the
sources of "small-pox" or "fever"; none of them was safe; the
town must close them all.
"Many of the most experienced magistrates of this town have
told me that of all their duties the saddest is that of registering
convictions against poor people brought up at the instigation
of the Water Company for stealing that which is one of the first
necessities of life. They might almost as well be convicted for
stealing air. I have sometimes wondered why the supply of air
is not regulated by the Legislature and handed over to some
Company with a dividend limited to 10 per cent!" x
Was it tolerable or thinkable that the extensive or complete
closing of the wells should be allowed to result in "enormously
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